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ABSTRACT 
Community activists have differing motivations for embracing and participating in a 
campaign to oppose projects proposed in their local community. The social constructionist 
perspective advocates that these motivations are driven by activists’ interpretation of reality, 
such that activists will assign multiple meanings to and frame environmental issues in a way 
that reflects their view of reality. Past research suggest that these are also influenced by 
patterns of shared meaning and interpretation that develop over time in protest movements 
that shape activists’ perceptions of the environmental risks and impacts associated with 
construction activity. This paper explores the role of gender distinctions in shaping 
perceptions of environmental risk and how this affects their framing of the environmental, 
social, cultural/ historical impacts associated with a construction project. Using Snow and 
Benford’s (1988) 3-prong analytical tool for framing: diagnostic framing, prognostic framing 
and motivational framing, this paper presents findings from the content analysis of in-depth 
interviews of 24 activists protesting against a highly controversial housing project in the 
greater Sydney metropolitan area. The research adopts a single case study approach, and is 
particularly significant as it investigates an extensive and on-going community-based protest 
campaign (dating back almost 20 years) that has generated the longest standing 24-hour 
community picket in Australia. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The location of a proposed project within community settings can often inspire one of five 
stances among stakeholders: active opposition; passive opposition; not committed; passive 
support; and active support (McElroy and Mills, 2000). The position each stakeholder adopts 
is shaped by their perceptions of the environmental risks and impacts arising from the project 
and how equitably the risks and impacts, both positive and negative, are perceived to be 
distributed among stakeholders involved. A stakeholder is defined as “a person or group of 
persons who has a vested interest in the success of a project and the environment within 
which the project operates” (Olander, 2007: 279). The local community is an important 
stakeholder whose interest in a proposed project is linked to their direct experience of the 
potential risks and impacts arising from it (Baxter et al., 1999; Green, 2005). Community 
concerns, even on the most seemingly innocuous projects, often have the potential to escalate 
into protest where communities and activist groups perceive a proposed project as detrimental 
to local community interests or values (Crowther and Cooper, 2002). Although opposition to 
a project can be initiated by a wide variety of stakeholder groups, there is evidence to suggest 
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that the most significant issues and concerns raised often originate from within the local 
community in which the project is based (Stoffle et al., 1991; Foster-Fisherman et al., 2007).  
 
While there has been a large body of research into perceptions of environmental risks and 
impacts among community activists, these have mainly focused on methodologies for 
quantifying and measuring risks, mapping activists’ actions to personalities, values, individual 
differences, socio-economic and educational background (Baxter et al., 1999; Green, 2005; 
Bickerstaff et al., 2006). Current research on risk perception suggest that these are also 
influenced by patterns of shared meaning and interpretation that develop over time in protest 
movements that shape activists’ perceptions of the environmental risks and impacts associated 
with construction activity (Benford & Snow, 2000; Reber & Berger, 2005; Foster-Fishman et 
al., 2007). There is further evidence to suggest that distinctions in environmental risk 
perceptions are associated with gender differences which lead activists to emphasize some 
environmental risks and impacts over others and adopt different framing strategies so as to 
mobilize supporters for their cause (van Emmerik, 2006). The aim of this paper is to explore 
gender-based influences on framing strategies used to communicate perceptions of 
environmental risks and impacts among the wider community. More specifically, it 
investigates the relationship between activists’ perceptions of environmental risks and 
impacts, activists’ genders and framing strategies adopted.  
 
 
FRAMING ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS AND IMPACTS 
Activists’ understanding of the environment risks and impacts associated with a project 
occurs within a socially constructed and mediated context that is actively shaped by their view 
of reality and their place within it (Cudworth, 2003). This means activists’ may perceive 
themselves to be adversely affected by seemingly innocuous projects where risks and impacts 
were rated as low or insignificant (Baxter et al., 1999; Bickerstaff et al., 2006). This can 
trigger the adoption of protest actions to ensure that their concerns are being addressed so as 
to protect the well-being of the affected individuals and community (Crowther and Cooper, 
2002). Stoffle et al. (1991: 611) suggested the existence of ‘risk perception shadow’ which 
allows researchers to usefully map the “geocultural area in which a locally affected 
population perceives itself at risk from a proposed project”. This means activists concerned 
about environmental risks and impacts will seek out similar others to exchange knowledge, 
discuss strategy, canvass for support and interest within the wider community (Baxter et al., 
1999; Wakefield & Elliott, 2000; Green, 2005).  
 
It is argued that activists adopt diagnostic, prognostic and motivational frames to 
communicate their perceptions of risks and impacts so as to attractive potential supporters to 
their cause (Reber & Berger, 2005; Fitzgerald, 2009). Frames are a widely used methodology 
within social movement and protest research to provide insights into strategies that inspire 
collective action including how protest issues, values and ideologies are interpreted and 
communicated, recruiting and retaining protest participation and allegiance build among 
protest group members (Benford & Snow, 2000; ; Zoch et al., 2008; Fitzgerald, 2009). These 
frames play an important role by (a) making protest issues more accessible to the public; and 
(b) providing a strategic platform in which to give credence to and legitimise protest issues 
(Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). According to Entman (1993), frames allow activists to 
selectively choose and promote a particular problem definition by diagnosing the cause, 
making moral judgements and proposing a remedy. Framing of issues within a protest 
movement is a three-prong approach that serves the following functions: diagnostic framing; 
prognostic framing; and motivational framing (Snow and Benford, 1988; 1992, Benford and 
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Snow, 2000). Diagnostic framing is concerned with problem identification and the 
assignment of blame or causality (Snow and Benford, 1988). Oftentimes, a problem can be 
highly complex and multi-faceted in that there is more than one clear cause thereby presenting 
more than one way of looking at a problem, with multiple parties to assign blame to, thereby 
potentially overwhelming possible supporters (Benford and Snow, 2000). Activists within the 
same movement may also differ in their view of the problem by attributing a variety of 
specific causes or factors to it. To overcome this, activists within protest movements tend to 
elevate or make salient one factor above all other possible causes as a promotional tool for 
recruitment purposes (Reber & Berger, 2005). Prognostic framing allows activists to 
prescribe clear solutions to the diagnosed problem and cause by aligning them with a chosen 
strategy with specific tactics and targets. The solutions identified flow from and align with the 
particular cause identified during the diagnostic phase (Snow and Benford, 1992). Finally, 
motivational framing is adopted to remove barriers or inertia to participate in the protest by 
appealing to potential supporters’ values and providing an urgent moral, social rationale and 
obligation to act (Snow and Benford, 1988).  
 
 
GENDER DIFFERENCES AND STEREOTYPES IN PROTEST 
The role of gender has been widely debated in protest research due to perceived differences in 
attitudes, opinions, behavioural types, patterns of communication and socio-emotional 
orientation that shape the way male and female activists undertake protest (Einwohner et al., 
2000; Vélez-Vélez, 2010). There is also a growing body of research that advocates gender-
specific explanations for why male and female activists perceive risks and impacts differently, 
and to emphasise some risks and impacts over others (Gustafson, 1998; van Emmerik, 2006; 
Welsh, 2010). For example, females are thought to take a greater interest in environment-
related problems due to a “more pronounced future time perspective” (Eisler et al., 2003: 92). 
Gender-based differences in risk perceptions and protest have been attributed to important 
subjective dimensions (such as cultural background) that underpin individuals’ perceptions of 
risk, leading to stereotypical expectations of a particular gender e.g. females adopting 
feminine behaviours with males adopting masculine behaviours (Gustafson, 1998; van 
Emmerik, 2006; Vélez-Vélez, 2010). Olofsson and Rashid (2011: 1016) point to the existence 
of the ‘white male effect” which is a tendency for white males to have a lower perception of 
risks than females that is associated with the privileged position they have always held in the 
social structure and hierarchy. In comparison, females and other ethnic minorities are thought 
to have a heightened perception of risks due to the perceived societal inequality (Eisler et al., 
2003). Consequently, a gender-based investigation of risk perception among activists provides 
a useful point of comparison in this research as gender conceptions play an active role in 
shaping how and why activists perceive, evaluate and frame environmental risks and impacts 
differently since activists’ thought processes are situated within a broad societal and cultural 
network of which they are a part of.  
 
 
METHOD 
Snow and Benford’s (1988) three-prong tool for framing was used as a framework to better 
understand the factors that shaped activists’ perceptions of environmental risk and impacts 
and how these are framed to encourage wider participation in protest. A single case study 
approach provided a research strategy on which data and findings could be generated in 
sufficient depth to explore the theoretical issues of interest - the relationship between 
environmental risks and impacts, activists’ genders and framing strategies adopted (Stake, 
1995). The popularity of the single case study approach in protest research is well-
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documented, with case studies used to facilitate explorations into different aspects of the 
collective action and social protest process, from environmental activism to social injustice 
(Snow and Trom, 2002; Klandermans and Staggenborg, 2002). The single case study was 
appropriate due to the sensitive nature of activism research which necessitated the need to 
establish trusting relationships with community members and gaining access to reliable and 
quality data was an exceptionally intensive and involving processes which required complete 
immersion in the protest movement over a 15-month period between March 2005 to June 
2006 (Teo, 2009; Teo and Loosemore, 2011). 
 
The chosen case study was a community-based protest against a large scale 61 hectare highly 
controversial housing project in a sensitive coastal area south of Sydney. The area being 
developed is recognised as being of great natural beauty, of great ecological importance being 
one of the last green corridors in the region and of huge cultural and historical heritage 
importance to local Aboriginal groups. This development has been the subject to long-
standing, sometimes bitter and even violent community protest over 15 years which 
eventually resulted in the establishment of Australia’s longest standing 24 community picket 
which was established in early 2001 but controversially destroyed by arsonists in 2006. The 
development also resulted in the erection of an Aboriginal tent embassy to protect the many 
thousands of Aboriginal artifacts dug up on the site. This tent embassy is recognised 
nationally in Aboriginal communities as one of the few places where indigenous and non 
indigenous people have stood united in their fight for a common cause. Over the protest 
period, there were numerous court battles between the community protest group and the 
developer and numerous public meetings and rallies, hundreds of petitions with thousands of 
signatures signed. To date the community protest has successfully delayed a large portion of 
the project for 7 years and also generated significant community distrust towards the state 
authorities, local council and developer and created widespread perceptions of incompetence, 
corruption and lack of concern for the local community.  
 
Data Collection 
The sample consisted of 24 activists who were members of local community protest groups 
active in the protest case study. Activists are the subject of study to facilitate an insight into 
how their perceptions of environmental risks and impacts shaped their willingness to 
participate in the protest. Activists were recruited using snowball sampling that continued to 
the point of theoretical saturation, or until no new insights were generated (Patton, 1990). An 
equal mix of men and women was interviewed to facilitate identification of gender-specific 
differences in environmental risk perceptions and framing strategies adopted. Semi-structured 
interviews were used to elicit answers on the three key issues of concern (environmental 
impacts; social impacts; cultural/ historical impacts) identified from protest website. Activists 
were asked to rate their perceptions of project risks and impacts from 1 (very positive) to 5 
(very negative), provide explanations why, and then describe the extent that the issues have 
inspired activists’ involvement in and contribution to the protest. The interviews ranged from 
fifty-two minutes to three hours and were taped recorded. Although the sample size seemed 
small, this is part of a large body of data collected that also included documentary account 
such as newspaper articles, protest website information and media releases. The demographic 
profile of activists interviewed is shown in Table 1. 
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Demographic 
Information 
Category Frequency of 
Response 
% of Response 
Age 25 to 44 Years Old 
45 to 64 Years Old 
Over 65 Years Old 
6 
17 
1 
25% 
71% 
4% 
Gender Male 
Female 
12 
12 
50% 
50% 
Years lived in 
the Suburb 
Unknown 
0 to 5 Years 
6 to 10 Years 
11 to 20 Years 
Over 20 Years 
1 
2 
4 
7 
10 
4% 
8.3% 
16.5% 
29.1% 
42.1% 
Length of 
involvement in 
protest 
0 to 5 Years 
6 to 10 Years 
Over 10 Years 
10 
8 
6 
41.7% 
33.3% 
25% 
 
Table 1- Demographic profile of activists interviewed (Teo, 2009) 
 
Data Analysis 
Data from the interviews and documentary was transcribed, grouped by gender and analysed 
using content analysis to understand activists’ perceptions of three key issues of concern, 
namely environmental impacts; social impacts; cultural/ historical impacts. The techniques of 
content analysis allow researchers to examine artifacts of social communication such as 
interview transcripts and written reports to derive some meaning from them (Berg, 1989). The 
framework for organising the textual data was adapted from Berelson’s (1971) categorisation 
system that utilised well-defined categories to distil the interview data into the five categories, 
namely: direction; knowledge; values; methods; and intensity. The Berelson (1971) 
framework was adopted as it provided a good fit with the three-prong tool for framing: 
diagnostic, prognostic and motivational as shown in Table 2.  
 
3-Prong Tool for Framing Communication Content 
Categories 
Diagnostic  
(In which a movement convinces 
potential converts that a problem 
needs to be addressed.) 
Direction (Supportive or critical treatment 
of the subject matter: Project impact – very 
positive, positive, neutral, negative, very 
negative) 
Knowledge (Explanation of direction) 
Prognostic 
(In which it convinces them of 
appropriate strategies, tactics and 
targets) 
Values (The goals, desires & motives 
underlying a message.) 
Methods (Means used to realize the ends 
expressed in the content values.) 
Motivational  
(In which it exhorts them to get 
involved in their activities.) 
Intensity (Emotional content of a message/ 
incentive for participation.) 
Table 2 – Content analysis table (Berelson, 1971; Snow & Benford, 1988) 
 
 
RESULTS  
The content analysis of activists’ perceptions of the three key issues of concern, namely 
environmental impacts; social impacts; cultural/ historical impacts are presented below, with 
the discussion organized by diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing: 
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Diagnostic framing 
Under the direction category, the perceived environmental risks and impacts associated with 
the case study project are summarised in Table 3 below: 
 
Risk & impact 
Types 
Interview Data 
Male Female 
Environmental  Very Negative impact  
(mean = 5) 
Very Negative impact  
(mean = 5) 
Social Negative impact  
(mean = 3.9) 
Negative impact  
(mean = 4.2) 
Cultural/ 
Historical 
Very Negative impact  
(mean = 4.7) 
Very Negative impact  
(mean = 4.5) 
Table 3 – Activists’ perceptions of risks and impacts 
 
Activists of both genders rated all three risks and impact types as at least ‘negative’ or ‘very 
negative’, a finding that was consistent across activists of both genders. This indicates strong 
concerns among activists of the multiple impacts that the project pose. In the knowledge 
category, activists of both genders attributed a plurality of reasons as shaping their negative 
perceptions. For example, from an environmental perspective, the proposed development is a 
concern as it has an “endangered ecological community on-site” and has the potential to 
impact adversely on “habitat diversity… in the marine environment (and sea grass), the inter-
tidal zones, the beach front, the wetlands, the creeks draining into it.. remnant forest  and 
regenerating areas” with “stormwater run-offs, the nutrient loads, the sediments”, all flowing 
into the wetland. It is also “a major flood plain area down there”.  Currently, the impacts on 
flora and fauna are not adequately understood or managed and was a matter of serious 
concern to activists. Female activists were found to be more likely to relate on an emotional 
level to the perceived environmental damage as one female activist accounts below:  
“Just the day that I was here and saw the concrete footpaths enlarged so that 
cars can drive here. To me it just scars the whole park and the whole green 
place here. I think I almost cried when I saw that, it really upset me, seeing that, 
it was like a scar.” 
 
Activists’ perceptions of the social risks and impacts were the least negative that can be 
attributed to their perceptions of at least some short-term benefits for the local community in 
the form of “short-term jobs… some of the builders will be getting some work and so forth 
and there might be some spin-offs there”. Female activists were most concerned about the 
potential for the development  in “dividing up the community” into supporters and opponents 
that is coupled with the massive influx of new residents into the area as contributing to a 
dilution of a “small town feel” that  activists valued. This is attributed to a greater need 
among females for socio-emotional support that has shaped their need to seek out soft-capital 
that resided locally within a relatively remote location. In contrast, male activists were more 
concerned about the added pressure on already overwhelmed social infrastructure such as 
“roads, rail links and other such things are not necessarily being improved to meet the 
increased impact that these houses and the people that use these houses will have on the 
area”.  
 
Cultural/ historical risks and impacts were of significant concern for activists of both genders 
that was underpinned by a great deal of empathy and support for the Aboriginal culture and 
people thought to be marginalized and disrespected by the proposed development being 
granted the go ahead by the authorities. Activists highlighted their close relationships with 
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Aboriginals also protesting the site as informing their understanding of Aboriginal 
significance and meaning of the land. Indeed, while white Caucasian industrial heritage on the 
land was also a concern, it was not an issue that was emphasized by activists. While there was 
equal support of Aboriginal issues between both genders, females more than males, tended to 
emphasise the special spiritual and emotional significance of the land as part of their framing 
process, as highlighted by a female activist below: 
“.. (it is) sacred land, special land, it is not only a sacred and special land for 
Aboriginal people, and the archaeological evidence is there, the oral evidence is 
there but it is unquestionably a sacred special place for European people who 
grew up there. It is one of the few places that urban children have got a chance 
to be in semi-wilderness, to be able to go down to clean streams and fish out of 
them, to experience a wilderness experience in an otherwise urban 
environment.” 
 
Female activists were also found to have stronger emotional reactions to the injustices 
inflicted on the Aboriginals’ claim to the land:   
“… he spent his life fighting against inappropriate development on sacred sites. 
And this was his last fight and they promised they would stop work on that day. 
Now, they stopped work for lunch, so incredible disrespectful, I mean I am not 
Aboriginal but I could have killed them. You know, disgusting, absolutely 
disgusting, no respect at all.” 
 
Prognostic framing 
In the values category, activists were concerned with achieving the “preservation of the 
environment, protection of the environment”, with one activist stating:  
“I see it as my backyard and being somewhat possessive about it, but also it’s 
the last opportunity in many ways, it’s last of the open space areas on the coast” 
 
Another community win-win solution advocated is “better planning, a better mix – better 
buffer zones, better off-sets, maintaining a corridor and core community land that respects 
the heritage items, both European and Koori”.  
 
Creating awareness among the wider community of the negative impacts of the project was 
also highlighted as important solution especially by male activists, and evidenced in one 
activist’s account below:  
“people need to know what is happening, and when people have awareness, they 
can make a choice as to what they want to do about it, if anything. That’s public 
awareness… (also) awareness within the government that they must understand 
it, this is not acceptable planning approach, and it is all about planning isn’t it, 
social planning and development. Awareness is it really, you can’t do anything 
more.” 
 
In the method category, female activists were more resolute in advocating that the proposed 
project be completed rejected and that the community needs to act to “stop them building in 
an area where down the track there would be flooding, and where the community would be 
responsible for paying and buying it all back and fixing it all up”. Male activists were found 
to be more accepting of the proposed project proceeding as long as it is sustainable in scale 
and appropriate actions are taken to mitigate any potential adverse impacts, as one male 
activist accounts below:  
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“I am not saying you can’t build houses because of that, I am saying analyze the 
impacts and make some adjustments so that (we understand more about) these 
birds, why are they already threatened, why are they already endangered..” 
 
Motivation framing 
In the intensity category, activists highlighted the need to act was driven by “council wasn’t 
doing their right job, they were so blinded by development and they weren’t asking questions 
and the locals knew more about how that land operates”. Other activists have highlighted a 
moral imperative arising from the actions of the developer, as is evidenced from the accounts 
of one female activist below:  
“their (developer) behaviour as such and their arrogance has kind of 
amalgamated a group of people together and has formed a very effective 
community campaign, so from a social perspective, we got to thank (the 
developer) for the wonderful thing they have done to bring the community 
together and make it such a success really because essentially it is really their 
arrogance that has contributed to everyone’s resolve to ensure and do 
everything in their power to stop this development from going ahead. And even 
now, even though it is quite obvious that the houses are being built, people still 
feel very strongly about it, and will fight to the last to ensure that we do the best 
we can, so from that perspective it’s been quite beneficial.” 
 
As is evidenced from the account above, female activists were more likely to use skeptical 
humor as a lense of recruitment and positive affirmation for protest participation. Other 
activists advocate participation as rewarding in itself, as evidenced in the account of the male 
activist below: 
“I guess the most obvious difference might be that development is limited, and 
that is highly positive… by participating (in the protest), whether it gets built or 
not, you are getting a better outcome.” 
 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
The study found strong sentiments underpinning activists’ perceptions of risks and impacts 
associated with the case study project. The activists interviewed had immense local 
knowledge about the proposed development and perceived project risks and impacts identified 
to be interrelated and stemming from the same factors. This knowledge of particular risk and 
impacts was found to vary across activists depending on their individual interest, with 
knowledge seeking being a largely self-driven process. For instance, it was found that a 
number of the activists had extensive local knowledge of the area, and appear to be better able 
to articulate and provided strong evidence for justifying their negative perception of the risks 
and impacts of the project. Gender-specific differences were detected in the manner that 
activists chose to frame the project risks and impacts identified. Specifically, male activists 
have a stronger tendency to avoid emotional references and instead emphasised factual 
knowledge as underpinning their negative perception of the project. Female activists used 
emotional references more frequently and were even found to internalise the harm caused to 
the environment as if they themselves were being affected. This finding supports the research 
of Jasper (2003) who suggested that activists use emotional reactions to establish connection 
and support for the movement’s tactics and objectives. 
 
Under the diagnostic framing function, activists were found to use three main frames for the 
attribution of blame, namely government corruption; betrayal (lack of duty of care); and the 
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social/ cultural injustice frame as responsible for the mismanagement of the multiple project 
risks and impacts identified. Activists tend to emphasise all 3 frames to varying degrees and 
attribute blame to the local council, developer or various levels of local and state government 
for not doing the right thing by the community and collectively responsible for the protest 
moving forward. Male activists however have a higher tendency to use the corruption and 
betrayal frame and can be attributed to their disappointment with the masculine societal 
hierarchical structures they perceive themselves to be a part of. Female activists, on the other 
hand, were drawn to the movement by the social injustice frame and a need to defend “furry 
little native things” and the socially disadvantaged such as the Aboriginals. This finding 
supports the research of Eisler et al (2003) who argue that females have a heightened 
consciousness towards the psychological and physiological aspects of environmental and 
social problems due to their pronounced future time perspective. Under the prognostic 
framing function, activists have tended to propose high-impact and long-term solutions with 
benefits for the wider community such as preservation of local parkland and public open 
spaces. Gender differences were evident in defining what was best solution moving forward. 
Male activists were found to be more accepting of a balanced approach to development which 
is attributed to their realistic acceptance of development as inevitable. This finding supports 
Eisler et al’s (2003) research which identified an acceptance of a higher degree of risk or 
impact among males because of their higher threshold for risk avoidance. Under the 
motivational framing function, three main strategies were employed, namely ‘save the 
community from inappropriate development’, local resilience’ and ‘local empowerment’. 
Male activists were found to be more likely to emphasise a linkage to the area’s working class 
background and industrial heritage as reason for participating. Activists were more inclined to 
appeal to a sense of moral and social obligation for local community building and protection, 
a finding that supports Snow and Benford (1992) research into the need for selective 
incentives to participate.  
 
This study has identified subtle but clear gender-based differences in the way activists 
communicate and frame the risks and impacts identified in the study. This differences in 
perception between genders diminishes however, the longer activists have been in the 
movement and can be attributed to the group socialisation process in which activists aligned 
their perceptions with a prevailing group ideology on the protest. This finding supports the 
research of Vélez-Vélez (2010) who identified gender dynamics within collective groupings 
as arising from social movement processes. 
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